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FOREWORD

To function effectively at work, workers will increasingly need improved skills and knowledge
in such broadly applicable, nontechnical skill areas as: interpersonal and group process skilis.
problem solving and decision making, planning, communications, business economics, organiza-
tional management, and quality control. While some of these skills may now be addressed in voca-
tional education programs, they are seldom an explicit part of the program. Their development is
rarely given the amount of emphasis, relative to specific job skills, that their increasing importance
in business and industry would seem to warrant.

This instructional guide was developed to assist vocational instructors in business and office
occupations in presenting broadly applicable, nontechnical, work skills. The guide shou!d also
interest those practitioners concerned with providing 7tudents with up-to-date and relevant prepa-
ration for work: administrators and curriculum specialists at local, State, and regional levels, as
well as teacher educators. .

The instructional guide is a “"how-to" handbook that identifies and describes explicit examples
of instructional strategies and student learning activities for use in incorporating broadly applica-
ble, nontechnical skills into existing. business and office occupations programs. Correlated with
these instructional strategies and learning activities, the guide identifies available resources and
instructional aids and describes where and how they can be applied to support the development of

broadly applicable skills and knowledge.

The National Center is deeply indebted to the many individuals who have generously donated
their time and insights to the development of this guide. We greatly appreciate the invaluable help
of the project's technical advisory panel and wish to thank Char'ene Daye, Program Director of
Office Technologies, Durham Technical Institute, Durham, Nortn Carolina; Gail Modlin, Director.
Business Education, Gregg/McGraw-Hill, New York; Delores Skrien, Instructor of Business Occu-
pations, Suburban Hennepin Technical Center, Eden Prairie, Minnesota; and Mimi Will, Instructor
of Business and Word Processing, Foothill College, Los Altos Hills, California. We are especially
grateful to the above-named persons for their review and helpful comments on an earlier draft of
the report.

We wish to thank the Office of Vocational and Adult Education, U.S. Department of Education,
for its support of the project. The project was conducted in the Evaluation and Policy Division of
the National Center under the direction of N. L. McCaslin, Associate Director, and Frank Pratzner,
Project Director. '

Finally, we wish to thank the authors, Catharine P. Warmbrod, Research Specialist at the
National Center for Research in Vocational Education; Frieda R. Bennett, Department Chairperson
of Secretarial Studies: and Gail W. Cope, Professor of Secretarial Studies, both at Sinclair Com-
munity College in Dayton, Ohio, for conducting the study and preparing this publication. Appreci-
ation is also expressed to the following persons at the National Center: Allen Wiant for his help in
the formative stages of the study, Sharyn Eberhart for her help in typing and preparing the final
document, and the Editorial Services statf for their editing of the manuscript.

Robert E. Taylor

Executive Director

The National Center for Research
in Vocational Education
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Today's workplace requires employees who not only have good basic and technical skifls but
also are flexible, adaptable, and able to initiate and respond to changes in work organizations. The
implication for educational institutions is that in preparing workers, they need to teach broadly
applicable, transferable skills that enable employees to adjust successfully to changes in the
workplace and to contribute to those changes in a positive, productive way. Such essential non-
technical skill areas include interpersonal anc group process skills, problem solving and decision
making, planning, communications, thinking and reasoning. business economics, organizational
manager:2nt, and quality control. These skills are important in all work environments, but are par-
ticularly crucial in companies that operate by participative management, involving their employees
in organizational decision making through such vehicles as quality circles and worker task forces.
Consequently, these transferable, nontechnical skills are often referred to as quality of work life
(QWL) skills.

This instructional guide describes in detail the important transferable, nontechnical skills
needec for work and identifies specific opportunities to incorporate the development of these skills
in business and office education programs. Its purpose is to enable the instructor to infuse into
regular course work the léarning activities and classroom management techniques that develop
these nontechnical competencies. Learning objectives to develop these nontechnical skills need to
be clear and visible. By integrating these activities and techniques into an existing program, the
instructor provides students with the opportunity to develop and practice these essential work
competencies. ~

The instructional strategies described in this guide are presented as a source of ideas that the
instructor can use to meet a particular need or situation. Suggestions are presented that can be
used in the classroom, laboratory, or training workplace. The write-up of each instructional strat-
egy contains the following information: (1) a description of the strategy and a statement of its pur-
pose, (2) a discussion of the nontechnical comnpetencies developed through the strategy, (3) its
application in business and office curricula, (4) instructor and stugent roles during implementation
of the strategy, (5) procedures and activities for use in presenting the strategy. and (6) an anno-
tated list of resources. The iast section of the guide, references, comprises a list of resources
organized by nontechnical skill area, addresses of publishers listed, and addresses of associations
of interest to business and office education teachers.
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PART 1

INTRODUCTION TO NONTECHNICAL WORK SKILLS

IMPORTANCE OF NONTECHNICAL WORK SKILLS

There is a growing consensus in business, industry, and education that work will increasingly
require individuals who are flexible and adaptable and who are able to initiate and respond to
changes in work organizations. Curricula should, therefore, reflect the "nontechnical’ skills that
will be needed throughout a student's life and career. Areas to be addressed include interpersonal
and group process Skills, problem solving and decision making. planning, communications, think-
ing and reasoning, business economics, organization management, and quality control.

The aforementioned skills are important in all work environments, but are particularly impor-
tant in companies that have qu.lity of work life (QWL) programs and operate under a management
philosophy of high employee involvement in decision making. The particular quality of work life
skills needed were identified in a year-long study* of QWL companies conducted by the National
Center for Res#arch in Vocational Education. These nontechnical QWL competencies are the ones
described In this instructional guide.

_To serve the needs of today's youth and adults who must work and succeed in tomorrow's
jobs, business and office educators must recognize the need to emphasize the development of
skills and knowiedge that are transferable in a wide range of settings. Students mu be provided
with opportunities to apply and practice such nontechnical skills as problem solvmg decision
making, and interpersonal skills. The more opportunities given to individuals to practice those
skills and the mora realistic the opportunities are, the more effective the teaching wiil be.

, Business and office education is high among educaticnal programs in its potential to contrib-
ute 10 the development of occupational adaptability and nontechnical skills. This is because it pro-
vides uvnparalleled opportunities and settings for hands-on, experiential approaches to learning
and for t\he extensive practice and application of skills. .

This instructional guide describes in detail a set of important nontechnical skills needed for
work and identifies specific opportunities to incorporate nontechnical skills into existing programs
at the postsecondary level. Nontechnical skills can be integrated into ongoing classroom and
laboratory experiences without eliminating what is presently being taught and substituting new
things. Instead, a particular activity, project, or task used to accomplish some specific purpose or
objective can be used, at the same time, to‘accomplish additional"goals or purposes. Thus, the
development of nontechnical skills can complement the teaching of specific occupational knowl|-
edge and skills.

14
*Frank C Pratzner and Jill Frymier Russell. The Changing Workplace' Implications of Quahty of Work Life Developments
for Vocational Education (Columbus: The National Center for Res2arch in Vocational Education..The Ohio State Universily
1884).
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To incorporate the nontechnical skills effectively within the existing program and setting. edu-
cators must be willing to rethink or reconceptualize what is presently being done in a program—
how and why it's being done—and to refocus on instructional objectives, teaching strategies. and
student learning activities in order to make a deliberate and caretul identification of explicit oppor-
tunities to practice and develop the nontechnical skills




DESCRIPTION OF NONTECHNICAL SKILLS FOR WORK

We noted eariier that to function effectively at work, workers need not only good basic skills
and technical skills. but will also increasingly need improved skills and knowledge in two broad
areas: (1) group problem solving (includinq such areas as interpersonal and group process skills
problem solving and decision making, planning, and communication) and (2) the organization and
management of production (including such areas as business economics, business operation, sta-
tistical quality control, and quality of work life developments). Examples of skills and knowledge in
these two broad areas are shown in figure 1, along with some of the associated reasons for their

need in business and industry. For an explariation of selected quality of work life terms, see figure
2.

Many people in work settings, and many students, do not have the skills to work successfully

in groups doing complex problem solving. Most people have not been trained in how to solve prob-
lems in groups. ‘

Whereas group problem-solving skills have long been recognized as important for manage-
ment staff, they are of growing importance to all levels of employees as a means of change and
improvement in quality, costs, and employee morale. All employees need to work together more to
diagnose problems and impiement effective solutions.

Likewise, if workers and managers are to help improve the economic viability of their organiza-
tion, they will need skills and knowledge of business economics and organization management.
Most people outside of school and business management administration sectors have not been
trained in hcw complex organizations are managed and operated. They therefore may not fully
appreciate how their personal efforts can contribute to or diminish the effectiveness, efficiency.
and quality of the products or services of the:r particular work organization.

»

Curriculum guides and instructional materials are available for some of these skill areas {(e.g..
problem solving and communication). Development of skiils in other nontechnical areas (e.g..
group process and interpersonal skills) is frequently the focus of such experiences and programs
as vocational student clubs, such as Office Education Association, Future Secretaries Association.
Phi Beta Lambda, and Future Business Leaders of America. Nevertheless, these programs and
materials are scattered and are used to suppiement formal school curricula; seldom are they
emphasized and integrated into regular business and office education programs.

. Group Problem-soiving Skilis
Group problem solving includes such skills as: (ﬂ interpersonal and group process skills, (2)
communication skills, and (3) thinking and reasoning skills. These complex, non-job-specific

skills, which are needed for effective participation in groups that focus on problem identification
and solutions, are not specific to narticular firms or work settings.

12




Skill Area Reason for Need in Business/Industry Skill Area Reason for Need in Business/Industry | . _
|. Group Probiem Solving Group problem solving is one of the D. Decision Making To be aware of information relevant to a
primary modes for change and improve- {continued) decision
ment in high-involvement companies ® Process models/ To understand the importance associated
A. Interpersonal Skills . choice models with various factors within a decision
® Self-directed To enhance flow of ideas To make better decisions with improved
® Flexible To reduce need for supervision/inspection results
® Assertive To change as market conditions change: E. Planning
® Open To reduce inefficiencies due tospersonal ® Goal setting If management is pushed to lower levels,
® Curious to learn conflicts ® Establishing planning goes on at lower levels
® Able to share/teach To reduce nonproductive time measurable action If the process is right, product will end
o ® - Responsiole To profit from people’s individual . steps " up “'right”
® Understanding of motivations o Feedback is necessary for continued
behavior To promote sharing/cooperation improvement
To encourage continuous improvement F. Communication
To facilitate individual and corporate ® With individuals Presentation of own and the group’s
growth : ® With groups ideas is required for management action
To acknowledge and encourage input ® Presentation skills Group work rather than individual work is
from workers at all levels ® Verbal skills the mode
. B. Group Process Skills ® Writing skills Necessary to listen if want to learn
® Role theory/norm To have similar gcals held by all to ® | istening skills from others
theory increase the possibility of reaching Change requires sharing, discussing,
® Techniques of goals analyzing, persuading, etc.
A structuring All workers need to serve as leaders in G. Thinking/Reasoning
discussions varicus activities because of need ® Generating If all are to contribute, all must think
® Cooperative attitude for flexibility alternatives effectively and creatively
® | eadership Fifty people can work together and not ® Cstimate and Decision making, planning, problem
just independently approximate solviny all require critical thinking,
Cooperation proves more productive than ® Giving and getting and these skills will be required of
competition meaning all levels of workers, not just
To encourage equal participation ® Collecting management
C. Problem-solving Skills information
® Problem To be rational in addressing problems ® Classifying
identification To be systematic and comprehensive in ® Finding patterns
® Problem-solving addressing problems ® Generalizing
process steps To address the correct issue ® Sequencing and
® Data collection and To generate the critical information scheduling
analysis necessary for solving problems ® Using Criteria
® Reshaping
D. Decision Making information
® Risk assessment If management is pushed to lower levels, ® Judging information
® Data review decision making goes on at lower ® Communicating
® |dentifying gaps in levels effectively
infarmation Organizational philosophy {values) shared
® Values with all workers enhances mutual goal
: development
Figure 1. Nontechnical skill areas and their need in business and industry
SOURCE: Pratzner and Russell, The Changing Workplace, 47-53. 1 4




Skill Area Reason for Need in Business/Industry Skill Area Reason for Need in Business/Industry
{1. Organization and All workers share more of the management D. Statistical Quality
Management responsibilities in high-involvement Cont: ol
companies ® Sampling To improve quality, reduce defects,
A. Business Economics ‘ ® .Quality standards reduce waste of time and measures
® Relzationships To act as a team and know how individual ® Cause and effect To identify and analyze problims
" between costs effort fitsin ® Graphs and charts To improve productivity, efficiency
and income To enhance ability to change as called ® Data analysis
® Market standing/ for ® Mathematics and
environmental To encourage productivity through statistics
" conditions incentives and information sharing
® Basic economic To reduce waste, duplication E. Introduction to QWL
theory' , ® Definitions of To enhance understanding of the need for
® Reward structure terms and group process and organizational
C g . concepts management skills
B. Business Operations e Philosophy
® Relationships To encourage acting as a whole ® Role of QWL at
between function To reduce duplication of effort various levels
systems To proyide feedback, information tor in companies
® Coordination of correction purposes ® Union/nonunion
resources To enhance appropriate assignment of involvement
resources to maximize results as a
whole
o C. Management
® Management theory To exchange information effectively
® Relationships To motivate and lead coworkers
between To attain desired performance
performance and To facilitate workers’ quality of daily
other factors activities and long-range career goals
e Models of To improve attendance; reduce turnover,
communication sabotage, grievances
e Power/control/ To attain improved union/management
authority/ relations
delegation To reduce stress
® Human resource To tap knowledge of line workers
development To improve and change continuously as
e Feedback/appraisal needed
® Job analysis To avoid necessity for resolving same
® Change processes problem
To enhance match between technology,
people, and procedures/policy
To determine if goals have been met, !
should be modified, expanded, etc. "
Figure 1—continued
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e Job Redesign/Rotation/Enrichment/Enlargement: The change of tasks and responsi-
bilities for an individual position such that the work is more satisfying or productive.
Job redesign emphasizes a comprehensive effort to provide the job holder with var-
iety, autonomy, feedback, a sense of purpose. and the chance to see a product or ser-
vice from beginning to end. Job rotation involves switching on a regular basis to a dif-
ferent job within the same orgarization. Job enrichment is an effort to make a position
more interesting or chalienging to the job hoider. Job enlargement means giving addi-
tional tasks or additional work to one job holder.

o Participative Management: A sharing of influence or control among management and
employees; an effort on the part of decision makers to gain information from
employees so as to make a better decision, and in some cases to actually facilitate
participation of employees in formulating decisions. The decision involvement might
be on issues concerning the employee's specific job, or it might include organization-
wide decisions. .

e High-involvement Companies: These are companies that operate with a participative
management philosophy, where employees are involved in providing information and
contributing to decisions. This is done through such vehicles as quality circles and
work task forces. ' "

e Workplace Democracy: The implementation of democratic ideals and practices in
organizational philosophy and policy; including such concepts as shared information
for egalitarian decision making, due process, and free-speech (the right to disagree
with management). In some cases workers own the firm.

e Quality Circles: A communication technique in which a group of workers who have
similar concerns meet together regularly to identify, analyze, and solve problems
relating to their work. The uitimate goal is usually to improve morale as well as quality
and productivity.

e Team Bullding: A management style which entails facilitation and development of
communication, coordination, and camraderie among a group of workers. These
workers often have responsibility as a group for a final product or service from begin-
ning to end.

e Sociotechnical Design: An organizational approach whereby an appreciation of the
interactions between technology, organization, and job structures is taken into
account for the purpose of attaining the best match between people, practices, and
machines.

Figure 2. Summary of several quality of work lite (QWL) characteristics and techniques

SOURCE: Pratzner and Russell, The Changing Workplace, 4.




Interpersonal Sklilis

Interpersonal skills are needed in many facets of organizational life, including group activities.
Interpersonal skills are attitudes and attributes of individual behavior, examples of which are
shown in figure 3. The trait of self-direction is valued in high-involvement companies because self-
directed workers lose less time waiting for a supervisor to tell them to get started or to switch toa
different task. Companies with a participative management philosophy trust employees and feel
they are intelligent enough not to need constant supervision.

¢

Work effectively under different kinds of supervision (i.e., flexibility).
Work without the need for close supervision.
Show up on time for activities and appointments (i.e., punctuality/ reliability).

Work effectively when time, tension, or pressure are critical factors for successtul per-
formance (i.e., perseverance).

See things from another's point of view (i.e., empathy).
Engage appropriately in social interactions and situations.

Take responsibility and be actountable for the effects of one's own judgments, deci-
sions, and actions (i.e., responsibility).

Plan, carry out, and complete activities at one's own initiative (rather than be directed
by others) (i.e., diligence/initiative). '

Speak with others in a relaxed, self-confident manner.
Initiate task-focused or friendly conversations with another individual.

Accomplish cross-training, retraining, and upgrading activities effectively.

Figure 3. Examples of interpersonal skilis

SOURCE: Pratzner and Russell, The Changing Workplace, pp. 47-53.

Similarly, flexibility is valued in employees. Flexible workers can interchange tasks within a

short period of time, as needed, and can be retrained for a different job as the company undergoes

more fundamental shifts. Along the same lines, the characteristics of being open and curious to
learning are especially necessary in companies that use autonomous work groups and where
change and improvement are ongoing processes.

Assertive employees are desired by high-involvement companies because they are willing to

express their opinions even if they differ from their co-workers’ or supervisors' opinions. In this
way, all possible suggestions or ideas for improvement may be considered.

7




The ability to share information or heilp teach others is also useful for facilitating employee
substitutions and avoiding a slowdown in production. The substitution may be impossible uniess
workers are willing to teach and learn from each other. Sharing techniques for saving time and
effort or for doing a more thorough inspection is necessary when striving for a hugher-qualuty prod-
uct or less-costly service.

Participative management companies also need employees who are willing to accept respon-
sibility for their own work. In the process of sharing decision making and joint input, the need for
" responsibility throughout the organization grows. If individual workers and managers are to ensure
the quality of their own work, they must be willing to admit when a mistake has been made and do
the extra work necessary to correct it, if possible.

) \

These companies seek employees who have human interaction skills. Interpersonal skills are
admittedly related to an individual's upbringing, life-style, and personality, but they may also be
enhanced or facilitated by the work environment.

Group Process Skills

Group process skills enable members of a group to understand the dynamics of small groups

and how to work productively within them. (See figure 4.) Individuais with knowledge of role
theory and norm theory have a better understanding of what group membership means, how
group roles may conflict with other roles within the organization, and how to deal with other
groups to get things done. Abilities in all these areas mean fewer roadblocks to group
effectiveness.

Information on techniques for structuring discussions, such as brainstorming, parliamentary
procedures, nominal group processes, and group discussion, is all useful'to members of task-
oriented groups. These techniques help groups stay on target and accomplish their objectives with
less waste of time, both of which are mutual goals of the company and individuals.

A cooperative attitude is necessary to work effectively in high-involvement companies. Com-
pany representatives emphasize often that they prefer employees who have a team spirit and who
like to work with others. These representatives feel that schools, as they currently exist, foster
individual effort rather than group effort. Company representatives also indicate that most
employees can adjust to working in groups, rather than as individual performers, if they are
oriented to this way of thinking.

Companies that emphasize maximal use of human resources at all levels also try to enhance
leadership skills at all levels. Companies need problem-solving group leaders. inasmuch as all of
these leaders may work below the supervisory level, leadership skills should be available through-
out an organization. )

Problem-solving Skills

For an organization to operate at its optimum, employees at all levels should possess problem-
solving skills. The steps involved in problem soiving, which is a part of the scientific method,
include: problem identification, cause-and-effect analysis, data collection and analysis, generation
of alternatives, selection of solutions, implementation, and evaluation. (See figure 5.)
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® Work cooperativeiy as a member of a team.

e Get along and work effectively with people of different personalities.

e Explain persuasively the logic or rationale underlying judgments, decisions, and
actions arrived at by a group or a team to which you belong to (i.e., group
participation/responsibility). :

e Coordinate one's own tasks and activities with those of others.

® |Instruct or direct someone in the performance of a specific task.

e Demonstrate to someone how to perform a specific task.

e Assign others to carry out specific tasks (i.e., delegating responsibility).

e Initiate and draw others into task-focused or friendly group conversations.

e Join in task-focused or friendly group conversations. ,'

e Plan and convene group meetings.
e |ead and manage group meetings.

e Lead a group to resolutior of disputes or conflicts in the views, opinions, or positions
among its‘'members in ¢. Jer to achieve consensus on decisions or actions.

e Follow established procedures for group participation and decision making.

Figure 4. Examples of group process skiiis

SOURCE: Pratzner and Russell, The Changing Workplace, pp. 47-63.

Identifying the problem is a crucial step in the problem-solving process. If the problem or
issue is not defined correctly, it will never be solved, wasting both time and effort. Companies
operating in a highly competitive world market do not have time to solve the wrong problem. Diag-
nosing a problem through a cause-and-effect analysis usually involves the use of various tech-
niques including brainstorming. Problem solving is often done on a group level as well as an indi-
vidual level. A group perspective may facilitate a creative, yet rational analysis because many
values and perceptions are represented. ‘

Data collection and analysis are tools applicable to many settings. Developing checklists, tab-
ulating frequencies and percentages, and displaying results are techniques used to identify such
crucial business factors as work flow, employee productivity, absenteeism, or needed inventory
control. This information enables groups to determine if some factor is causing a problem and

later provides a basis for comparison; therefore, workers essentially need research and evaluation
skills.
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After analyzing the problem, a quality circle or similar group will: generate potential solutions,
choose one or more for implementation, and either implement it themselves or present their analy-
sis and proposal to management for approval. It is management's responsibility to provide
feedback—be it positive or negative.

¢ Recognize or identify the existence of a problem, given a specific set of facts (i.e.. an
anomaly, ambiguity, uncertainty).

e Continue to function effectively in the face of ambiguity or uncertainty.
e Ask appropriate questions to identify or verify the existence of a problem.
e Enumerate the possible causes of a problem.

e Formulate alternative descriptions or statements relating a problem to its possible
cause.

e |dentify important information needed to solve » problem.
e Generate or conceive of possible alternative solutions to a problem.

e Describe the application and likely consequences of possible aiternative problem
solutions. A '

e Compare the application and likely consequences of alternative problem solutions
and select a solution that,